New capacities for student equity and widening participation in higher education by Gale, Trevor
	 	
	
 
This is the published version 
 
Gale, Trevor 2011, New capacities for student equity and widening 
participation in higher education, Critical studies in education, vol. 52, no. 2, 
Special Issue : New Capacities for Student Equity and Widening Participation 
in Higher Education, pp. 109-113. 
 
 
 
 
 
Available from Deakin Research Online 
 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30040163	
	
	
 
 
 
 
Reproduced with the kind permission of the copyright owner 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright: 2011, Taylor & Francis 
 
This article was downloaded by: [Deakin University Library]
On: 15 November 2011, At: 17:45
Publisher: Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954 Registered
office: Mortimer House, 37-41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK
Critical Studies in Education
Publication details, including instructions for authors and
subscription information:
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rcse20
New capacities for student equity
and widening participation in higher
education
Trevor Gale
Available online: 18 May 2011
To cite this article: Trevor Gale (2011): New capacities for student equity and widening
participation in higher education, Critical Studies in Education, 52:2, 109-113
To link to this article:  http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2011.572825
PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE
Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.tandfonline.com/page/terms-and-
conditions
This article may be used for research, teaching, and private study purposes. Any
substantial or systematic reproduction, redistribution, reselling, loan, sub-licensing,
systematic supply, or distribution in any form to anyone is expressly forbidden.
The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation
that the contents will be complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any
instructions, formulae, and drug doses should be independently verified with primary
sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss, actions, claims, proceedings,
demand, or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly or
indirectly in connection with or arising out of the use of this material.
Critical Studies in Education
Vol. 52, No. 2, June 2011, 109–113
INTRODUCTION
New capacities for student equity and widening participation in higher
education
This special issue of Critical Studies in Education has its origins in the research of
Australia’s National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education and a national con-
ference it convened in October 2010, organized around the theme: ‘Aspiration, Mobility,
Voice’. Contributors to the special issue include National Centre researchers and interna-
tional keynote speakers who presented at the conference. (Reflections by these speakers on
the conference theme also appear at the end of the issue.)
As a collection, the special issue presents the case for a new way of thinking about stu-
dent equity and widening participation in higher education (HE). This thinking is prompted
by a new ‘structure of feeling’ (Lingard & Gale, 2007; Williams, 1961) now emerging in
response to changing social and economic relations and, in part, to changing structural
arrangements in the HE systems of OECD nations. Following the conference theme, the
authors in this special issue address a new appreciation for student equity defined in terms
of ‘mobility’, ‘aspiration’ and ‘voice’, conceived as capacities for widening HE participa-
tion, which shift focus and approach beyond narrow renditions of barriers to access (Sellar
& Gale, this issue), the latter is an implicitly deficit account (Gale et al., 2010, p. 2; see also
Smith, this issue) that still informs many institutional programs and government policy.
Mobility
In arguing the importance of mobility in relation to HE in new times, Sellar and Gale (this
issue) and Parry (this issue) draw attention to the structural changes contributing to new
ways of imagining HE. Central to this is the globalization of the HE field evidenced in
the increasing importance of the Times Higher Education Supplement and the Shanghai
Jiao Tiong league tables in ranking the world’s universities, which are used by students to
inform their university applications and increasing flows of HE students across national
borders. For example, the Institute of International Education’s (2010) Atlas of student
mobility indicates that the number of HE students studying outside their country of ori-
gin increased from 2 million in 2001 to 3 million in 2008, with every indication that these
numbers are continuing to rise. Increased global flows of knowledge and ideas mediated by
new technologies (Appadurai, 1996) have also contributed to the growing redundancy of
‘national HE’ as a distinct object of analysis. Increasingly, national HE systems operate as
localizations of a global HE space (Sassen, 2000). Hence, while institutions and systems
remain grounded in nations, the creation of a European Higher Education Area through
the Bologna Process provides just one example of moves toward greater transnational
integration of these systems (European Ministers of Education, 1999). The implications for
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110 Introduction
student equity of this increased mobility are taken up in this issue by Sellar and Gale (this
issue) and by Parry (this issue), who draws particular attention to the differentiated mobili-
ties of ‘students positioned in the lower tiers and outer reaches of distributed HE systems’.
Aspiration
Structural changes in HE have also occurred in response to the aspirations of nation states
(particularly within the OECD) to increase their competitiveness in a global knowledge
economy through the production of more knowledge workers, with ‘raising’ students’
HE aspirations seen as the way in which national economic goals can be achieved. The
expansion of HE systems to accommodate this agenda has shifted HE participation within
respective jurisdictions from ‘mass’ to near ‘universal’ (Trow, 1974, 2006). Until recently,
HE expansion has been a Keynesian response by governments to student demand signifi-
cantly in excess of available university places, increasing place availability to placate high
levels of demand (Gale & Tranter, 2011). In contrast, current expansionist agendas repre-
sent a neoliberal response aimed at manufacturing student demand to meet the increased
supply of university places (Sellar, Gale, & Parker, 2011). That is, the relationship between
demand and supply has been altered such that students’ aspirations have become as much a
determiner of who gains entry to university as their academic achievement. However, Smith
(this issue) notes how current conceptions of student aspiration are informed by a deficit
view of under-represented HE students, which positions them as lacking aspiration as an a
priori condition. Like Sellar and Gale (this issue), Smith argues that differential access to
‘social, cultural and economic resources affect students’ capacities to articulate and pursue
their aspirations’ within dominant cultural contexts. However, their social networks can
provide access to particular forms of (‘hot’ and ‘cold’) knowledge, which can resource
their capacities to aspire in new ways and to new ends. Similarly, Kenway and Hickey-
Moody (this issue) demonstrate how the aspirations of young males are informed by their
everyday knowledges, deployed in relation to particular ‘life chances’ and ‘lifestyles’.
Voice
A third restructuring of higher education has emerged/is emerging in response to a recon-
sideration of how students experience higher education and the processes through which
they gain access, a reflection on ‘who students are’ that authors in this special issue (Sellar
& Gale; Hockings; McLeod) seek to capture in the term voice and which includes revis-
iting ‘what counts as valid knowledge . . . [and] what counts as valid realization of this
knowledge on the part of the taught’ (Bernstein, 2003, p. 85).
Higher education institutions have become increasingly interested in these matters,
partly in recognition of the seemingly intransigent ways in which education systems repro-
duce privilege (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Teese, 2011), including how these systems
operate to silence ‘voice’ (conceived as representation). For example, it is increasingly
evident that the academic achievement gap between students of high- and low-SES
backgrounds widens as students progress through schooling (Feinstein, 2003) so that in
preparing students for university, those from high-SES backgrounds tend to have high
entrance scores while those from low-SES backgrounds tend to have low entrance scores
(Teese & Polesel, 2003). Yet, given access to HE, students of low-SES backgrounds per-
form at or about the same level as their high-SES peers (Dobozy, 2008; Dobson & Skuja,
2005; Marks, 2007; Tranter, Murdoch, & Saville, 2007; Win & Miller, 2005). Moreover,
academic achievement tends to increase for all HE students, particularly for those from
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Critical Studies in Education 111
privileged backgrounds, when university student populations are more heterogeneous and
there is positive engagement with students’ differences (Milem, 2003).
Faced with the need to enroll more students and with flaws in current mechanisms
for selecting them, HE institutions are toying with a number of structural adjustments,
including: (1) the introduction of ‘compensatory selection processes’ (James Bexley, &
Shearer, 2009), which tend to work well but are alternative (not dependent on school
results and not a point of entry for the majority) and do not involve mainstream change
and (2) replacing current entry mechanisms (based on school results) with aptitude tests
(which ‘remove’ direct links with schooling but are still informed by dominant cultural
capital), which tend to work less well in terms of ameliorating the reproductive effect
associated with SES (Stringer, 2008; West & Gibbs, 2004; Zwick, 2007) yet are being
considered for more widespread use (James et al., 2009; Kirkup, Wheater, Morrison,
Durbin, & Pomati, 2010).
At the same time, more fundamental structural adjustment has been/is being proposed
at the level of higher education itself, involving a shift from a politics of representation
(of population groups and particular interests) to a politics of recognition (of knowledges
and ways of knowing in addition to Eurocentric forms) (Connell, 2007; Said, 1979; Sellar
& Gale, this issue). This new regard for ‘voice’ (as recognition) is taken up by McLeod
in this issue, who argues that while the concept has a checkered history in education, its
potential as a strategy for student equity and widening participation in higher education
is in creating spaces not only for student ‘expression’ but also, and importantly, for insti-
tutional ‘listening’. Hockings (this issue) argues similarly, that institutions need to ‘create
safe and inclusive spaces in which all voices may be heard and in which meaningful learn-
ing may take place’. This contrasts with ‘superficial forms of inclusion’ in HE (McLeod,
this issue) that ‘purport to be inclusive yet that often leave students isolated and disen-
gaged’ (Hockings, this issue). For Sellar and Gale (this issue), real student engagement
necessarily involves a shift towards ‘epistemological equity’ (Dei, 2008), informed by a
southern theory of higher education (Connell, 2007; Gale, 2009).
Thinking about student equity and widening participation in higher education in terms
of mobility, aspiration and voice provides new ways of thinking about what can be done in
relation to the intransigent problem of persistent under-representation in HE of marginal-
ized groups. It widens the debate, beyond accessibility, availability and achievement
(Anderson, Boven, Fensham, & Powell, 1980) to include what happens before and after
the point of university entry. It emphasizes cultural capacities, not just instrumental condi-
tions that education systems need to resource. And it broadens the discussion to include a
focus on the nature of institutions, not just on the ways in which individuals need to change
or be changed if they are to access and participate in HE. This special issue constitutes a
significant contribution to this rethinking, with the potential to advance student equity and
widening participation agendas in HE beyond their current and stubborn boundaries. I look
forward to the new conversations that I trust it will provoke.
Trevor Gale
Notes on contributor
Trevor Gale is currently Professor of Education at Deakin University. Previously, he
was the founding director of Australia’s National Centre for Student Equity in Higher
Education, a federal government funded research centre hosted at the University of South
Australia. Trevor is a policy sociologist with research interests in social justice in school-
ing, vocational and higher education. He is author and co-author of 150 books, book
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chapters, journal articles and conference papers. His latest books are Schooling in dis-
advantaged communities (Springer, 2010) with Carmen Mills and Educational research
by association (Sense, 2010) with Bob Lingard. He is the lead author of the recent
government-commissioned report on university outreach programs, Interventions early in
school (Gale et al., 2010).
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